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HDT

Five Things You Didn’t Know About Henry David Thoreau

His name is actually pronounced like “thorough.”

A number of Thoreau’s friends and relatives insisted upon this pronunciation in quite a few historical works; still, modern readers seem to insist on the more pretentious pronunciation.  The correct pronunciation is quite fitting, considering the thorough nature of Thoreau’s Walden journals.

He was a significant abolitionist.

He delivered lectures that attacked the Fugitive Slave Law, praised the writings of Wendell Phillips, and defended abolitionist John Brown.  His philosophy of nonviolent resistance influenced the political thoughts of such later figures as Leo Tolstoy, Mahatma Gandhi, and Martin Luther King, Jr.

At Walden Pond, he actually lived within walking distance from a store.

Though most people envision Thoreau as living in some remote woodland during his Walden experiment, he actually lived only a mile and a half from his house.  In fact, his record of his time “alone in the wilderness” detailed more than a few trips into Concord Center for supplies.  Richard Zacks offers this rather critical perspective:  “Thoreau’s Walden, or Life in the Woods deserves its status as a great American book, but let it be known that Nature Boy went home on weekends to raid the family cookie jar.  While living the simple life in the woods, Thoreau walked into nearby Concord, Massachusetts, almost every day.  And his mom, who lived less than two miles away, delivered goodie baskets filled with meals, pies and doughnuts every Saturday.”

The Thoreaus went to Harvard, and organized the first student protest.

Thoreau’s grandpa, Asa Dunbar, began the first-ever college protest when the butter at the dining hall tasted badly.  To begin “The Great Butter Rebellion” (this is seriously what it is called), Dunbar jumped on his chair and exclaimed (this is serious, now) “Behold, our butter stinketh! – give us therefore, butter that stinketh not.”  Thoreau continued his family’s tradition of protest when he refused to pay the $5 fee for a diploma.  (He objected to the fact that it was made of sheepskin.)  Mr. Morris thinks this is why Ralph Waldo Emerson got a building named after him at Harvard, and Thoreau did not.

He was fired from his teaching position because he refused to hit kids.

The schools in Concord, Massachusetts, apparently mandated that teachers use corporal punishment in their classrooms.  I’ll have to ask Mr. Heinegg’s wife if that’s still a standing policy.
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